Substance use and abuse in trauma: implications for care.
Trauma long has been associated with substance use and abuse. Caring for trauma patients who are intoxicated, withdrawing, or otherwise experiencing the negative outcomes of their substance use is difficult under the best of circumstances. The burden of this association can be described in many terms, from economic consequences, to health outcomes, to personal problems. Evidence indicates that untreated substance-associated trauma carries with it extended hospital stays, diminished quality of life, repeat emergency department use, and significant mortality and morbidity. No matter how one examines the burden of the association between substance use and trauma, one is left with the awareness that nurses can improve patient care through better screening, assessment, intervention, an evaluation. Because of the complex nature of the association between substance use and trauma, nursing care for these patients is difficult. Fig. 1 provides an overview of the factors to consider when planning care for these patients. Nurses need to focus on issues of temporality, directionality, and correlates of care as they plan for the needs of their patients. Only with careful considerations of these factors can the nurse clarify the confounding clinical presentation of the trauma overlaid on substance use. Evidence supports the need for all trauma patients to be screened for substance use and for those who have positive screens to receive early intervention. Although there is almost universal awarenes of the of the association between substance use and trauma and of the value of screening, screening rates for trauma patients are surprisingly low. Screening for substance use followed by BMI intervention is cost effective and should be implemented routinely. The high prevalence of substance-associated trauma, coupled with the heterogeneous nature of that association, warrants more study, particularly nursing research, to determine best-care practices. More research is needed to increase the understanding of patterns of use, etiologic models, and effective clinical care strategies. The need for this research is heightened by the awareness that substance-associated trauma is preventable, and the risk is modifiable. Nurses, everyday, are faced with the daunting challenge of meeting the health needs of trauma patients who have associated substance use. More research is needed to help nurses separate out the confounding health needs of these complex patients. That work has begun, and it assuredly will continue to support the need for high-quality nursing interventions to improve the health of trauma patients.